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The Progress of Pattern Cutting        
 
Abstract 
This paper documents the journey of several research initiatives, which focused upon creative 
pattern cutting. Instigated by a peer-reviewed, journal paper entitled, Insufficient Allure: The 
Luxurious Art and Cost of Creative Pattern Cutting (Almond, 2010), the endeavors attempted 
to elevate concepts of tacit knowledge and the making process as a form of legitimate, 
academic enquiry. The projects culminated in the first peer-reviewed conference dedicated to 
the discipline: The First International Symposium for Creative Pattern Cutting, held at 
University of Huddersfield in the UK, in February 2013. To trace the impact of the research 
initiatives, I consider how the skills of the pattern cutter, clothe the body with a myriad of 
shapes and silhouettes. I discuss this in relation to the different pattern cutting techniques that 
can be utilized to realize three-dimensional form and ways in which the research enterprises 
have arguably elevated the professional position of the cutter in terms of esteem and 
remuneration. In order to assess the impact of these initiatives, both within the fashion industry 
and in the emerging arena of fashion research, I identify some of the different research 
approaches utilized in practice-based enquiry and how results can be arrived at from hands-on 
experience, inspiring us to develop new ways to pattern cut. 
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Introduction 
In the fashion industry, the pattern cutter essentially creates the shapes from which the parts of 
a garment are traced onto fabric, before being cut out and sewn together. Patterns are usually 
made of paper or tracing paper, and are sometimes made of tougher materials like cardboard 
if they need to be stronger to withstand repeated use. The status of pattern cutting in both the 
fashion industry and education has been the focus of a resurgence of interest over the past 
twenty years, both as a practical application and as a focus for research. This has greatly 
developed awareness of the key position of pattern cutting in interpreting and manifesting a 
designer's concept and vision. The pattern cutter uses skills, knowledge, experience and 
judgment, often with untested and unfamiliar combinations of elements that require intellectual, 
practical and tacit knowledge and synthesis to interpret and resolve in a feasible manner.  In 
the UK, this has been recognized within academia, with the introduction of creative pattern 
cutting in the curriculum at University of the Arts London, with two Post Graduate Certificate 
courses at both London College of Fashion and Central Saint Martins. There are also two 
masters courses available at both Doncaster College and University of Huddersfield.  These 
courses distinguish the more creative applications in designer level fashion as opposed to the 
high volume low cost applications that require less radical, complex and costly solutions. The 
British Fashion Council annually hosts their Creative Pattern Cutting Seminar, which 
emphasizes the importance of the technical skills involved in creative pattern cutting at 
graduate and post-graduate level. It also demonstrates the opportunities and excitement for 
creative career paths in this area. This progression in the teaching of pattern cutting has been 
complemented by the growth of research in the discipline and the development of ideas about 
what constitutes research in this field of practice.. 
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The Pattern Cutting Initiatives 
In the journal paper Insufficient Allure: The Luxurious Art and Cost of Creative Pattern Cutting 
(Almond, 2010) I suggested ways in which to rebalance WKHIDVKLRQLQGXVWU\¶s perception of the 
roles of the pattern cutter and designer. The analysis built upon a limited amount of existing 
enquiry and contributed to the field of pattern cutting by suggesting that creative cut is an 
interpretation of the desLJQHU¶VYLVLRQDQGLVWKHUHIRUHHTXLWDEOHZLWKWKHSRVLWLRQRIWKH
designer, in terms of esteem and remuneration. The subsequent curated exhibition at 
Huddersfield Art Gallery Insufficient Allure: The Art of Creative Pattern Cutting (Almond and 
Brennand, 2012), emphasized a series of clothing compositions in crème calico and 
corresponding photographs, which showed complex pattern cuts placed onto the body to 
create accentuated forms. The exhibition provided DFULWLFDOUHYLHZRIWKHSDWWHUQFXWWHU¶V
position as being integral to creative design. The impact of this exhibition on its visitors can be 
assessed through the comments they left. As the fashion journalist, Brenda Polan, described in 
her exhibition review³$ORQJZLWKVRPHIDLUO\UHSHWLWLYHVXSHUODWLYHs ± fantastic, amazing, 
stunning, breathtaking ± gallery-goers use the words insight, illuminating, inspired, and 
inspiring, intricate, whimsical, subtle, complex, challenging, eclectic, weird, dramatic and 
sculptural´3RODQSThe exhibition allowed the general public, the consumers of 
fashion, to have an, insiders glance into the technical wizardry involved in producing 
IDVKLRQDEOHFORWKHV7KLVUDQJHGIURP³«WKHGLVFLSOLQHGPDVWHU\RIOLQHDQGYROXPHWRWKH
measuring and pinning, to the problem solving, rule breaking and innovation that turns 
FRQFHSWVLQWRFORWKHV´3RODQ p.14).  
 
The conference, which followed the exhibition, The First International Symposium for Creative 
Pattern Cutting (Almond, 2013), attracted an international coterie of 160 delegates from both 
the fashion industry and education (Figure 2). They heard 36 full papers chosen from over 80 
abstracts. These were streamed into four definitive themes, which investigated digital 
technology, eco-sustainable, pedagogical and fashioned approaches to creative pattern. The 
symposium gave researchers and practitioners a platform to share new techniques, ideas and 
direction with their peers in education and industry. Presentations ranged from creating 
patterns for the human head; generating pattern blocks for the mobile body; to the use of 
digital sculpture and modeling software to create 3D garments, exported to flat patterns and 
reproduced in fabric. One of the most contesting events at the conference emerged when a 
delegate challenged a paper presentation from the floor. The delegate questioned the validity 
of the research and that of other papers delivered at the conference, claiming the majority of 
presentations only served to describe interesting ideas and discussions of new methods and 
techniques in pattern cutting. This intervention provoked an impassioned discussion amongst 
all delegates, the majority of whom disagreed. It highlighted the challenges academics face in 
justifying fashion related research iQDFDGHPLDZKHUHLW³«Ls often considered not serious 
enough and is treated as a marginal area of research and thus, it does not deserve any 
LQWHOOHFWXDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQV´.DZDPXra, 2011, p. 1).  
 
As supported by the bulk of conference delegates, I would argue that the majority of papers 
presented at the symposium, embraced research however it is worth noting that not all practice 
is research. 7KH2[IRUG'LFWLRQDU\GHVFULEHVSUDFWLFHDV³The actual application or use of an 
idea, belief, or method, as opposeGWRWKHRULHVUHODWLQJWRLW´S, and although many 
results were arrived at from practical experience, the presenters discussed and analyzed the 
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different research approaches adopted, in order to develop ideas. Eight papers were selected 
for publication in a special edition called, Creative Cut, in The International Journal of Fashion 
Design, Technology and Education (Almond, 2013). These ranged from a study of the 
development of zero waste pattern cutting to a hypothetically based enquiry, which explored 
LQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQ³«WKHµQHZ¶NQRZOHGJHRIGHVLJQWHFKQRORJ\DQGµWUDGLWLRQDO¶ knowledge 
RIVDUWRULDOFXOWXUH´ (Cambridge, 2013, p. 121). Two papers focused upon new technological 
developments, considering how to teach pattern cutting to the iPod generation and ways in 
which, ³7HFKQRORJ\KDVWKHSRWHQWLDOWRFKDQJHDQGLQQRYDWHGHVLJQDQGWHFKQRORJ\´3age, 
2013, p. 89), investigating how fashion designers have integrated three-dimensional software 
packages into creative practice.  
 
A review of contemporary literature dedicated to pattern cutting reveals a large increase in 
publications within a ten-year period, to date. The majority of literature focuses upon technical 
manuals that demonstrate how to create patterns. There is less evidence however of historical 
or theoretical research into pattern cutting. In her Masters by Research thesis, which explored 
the development of contoured pattern cutting, the costume designer, /L]*DUODQGVDLG³There 
are several books dedicated to reproducing patterns of historical clothing and details regarding 
historical clothes, however it appears very little is known about the development of pattern 
cutting and how patterns were achieved pre 1760´ (2014, p. 6). Obligatory school attendance 
only became common in parts of Europe during the 18th century therefore it is doubtful tailors, 
VWD\PDNHU¶VRU VHDPVWUHVV¶VZRXOGKDYHEHHQable to read and write. It is reasonable to 
assume that techniques were learnt and passed on through the guilds, by hand or by word of 
mouth. Technical instruction manuals began to appear throughout the nineteenth century and 
were initially developed by tailors. They taught practitioners about pattern drafting formulas 
such as Old-Thirds and the Direct Measure System and were used to realize garment styles.  
 
There has been a recent shift from such technically orientated literature, which although 
proficient often appears divorced from a sense of contemporary fashion, as the illustrations 
and styles look dated. Arguably it is also difficult to combine a sense of style with technical 
instruction and often a bland evocation of different types of garments illustrated in pattern 
cutting manuals, needs to be adapted by the pattern cutter in order to realize a fashion 
orientated look. There is little literature devoted to practice based, scholarly research in pattern 
cutting. The majority of practice based research relates to the fashion design process, detailing 
the model which develops, beginning with the research question; establishing issues; 
collecting data; analyzing data; taking action; evaluating the results of the action; formulating 
new questions. Fashion can be studied theoretically and empirically. Arguably theory can 
appear at the end point of a qualitative study, emerging from the collection of the data and its 
subsequent analysis.  In my introduction to the journal edition, publishing selected papers from 
the pattern cutting conference I emphasized, ³«KRZZHVKRXOGQ¶WXQGHUHVWLPDWHWDFLW
knowledge and the making process as a form of enquiry. This is important in the drive to 
KHLJKWHQDZDUHQHVVRIIDVKLRQSUDFWLFHDVDYLDEOHDFDGHPLFUHVHDUFKWRSLF´(Almond, 2013, 
p. 71). I also discussed how the published papers, ³«EDVHWKHLUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRQHYLGHQFH
from observation, participation and investigation of pattern cutting practice, pattern cutters at 
ZRUNDQGLQWHUYLHZVZLWKSDWWHUQFXWWHUV´Almond, 2013, p. 71). I suggested this gives greater 
credibility to practice based research in fashion because the results (including the theory or the 
ideas) are arrived at from hands-on experience. Theory in pattern cutting can therefore evolve 
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from visual ideas and the methods utilzed in order to create the three dimensional shape, 
which becomes a garment. These practical ideas and methods arise from empirical study 
verified by observation, experience and practice as opposed to theory or logic. 
 
The First International Symposium for Creative Pattern Cutting 
A questionnaire was issued to delegates from the pattern cutting conference in order to gauge 
its impact from both a research and practice based perspective. Responses were requested to 
the five questions discussed.  
 
The first question considered if any of the conference papers had promoted equity for the roles 
of creative pattern cutter and fashion designer in terms of esteem and remuneration. 
Traditionally the fashion industry has remunerated the designer more through financial reward 
and recognition than the technical staff, involved in garment construction. Questions arise 
about why this is so and who makes this judgment, the consumer or the fashion industry 
professional? A questionnaire respondent from the United States considered the focus on 
technology evident in many of the conference presentation¶s, was in some ways contrary to 
increases in esteem for the position of the pattern cutter. Although use of technology is valued, 
it is still not considered a creative activity in the same way as fashion design. Interestingly, 
remuneration for patternmakers in the US was noted as being higher than all but the very top 
tier of fashion designers. In contrast a UK respondent considered this a large obstacle to 
overcome as the role of the designer is still at the forefront of any design team. The majority of 
respondents felt the conference did go some way, towards celebrating the essential creativity 
required in the role of the pattern cutter and to value this role as a huge part of the DNA of 
creative process. One respondent from the, Netherlands, considered this a challenging subject 
DV³(YHU\RQHZDQWVWREHDGesigner. The technical designer/creative pattern cutter is an 
important and interesting area between designing and producing. I have the feeling the 
technical design aspect is more addressed in the UK than in the Netherlands. Even in France 
and Italy, although they still have a strong make industry, there is a tendency to aim for the 
design job also in Germany where people are very proud of their skills and handcraft work, this 
VKLIWLVHPHUJLQJ´2014, questionnaire respondent). One respondent felt it was difficult to 
assess how much influence the conference had in the context of a wider world, as the 
delegates were in many ways, a converted congregation. By bringing together such a like-
minded group of people, it gave the converted an opportunity to express their thoughts and 
discuss them with a concurrent group where everyone had the confidence to talk about ideas 
related to pattern cutting. Overall respondents considered it would benefit design brands and 
the fashion industry if the roles of the technical designer/creative pattern cutter were leveled in 
terms of esteem and remuneration as this could promote the value of a merged creative and 
technical, fashion professional. Several acknowledged that the title designer has the edge but 
in terms of remuneration sometimes companies pay more for the skills of the pattern cutter. 
The second question considered if the research presentations addressed ways in which the 
fashion industry promotes pattern cutting as a career, emphasizing its creativity. Some of the 
delegates felt the conference was inspirational and informative in this respect and that the 
research raised the self-esteem of the pattern cutter, encouraging the industry to promote the 
role. One respondent found the question challenging and considered the majority of people 
who choose to study fashion, want to be designers. The role of the technical designer/creative 
pattern cutter was understood to be an important and interesting role, pitched between 
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designing and producing. Delegates from the majority of educational institutions attending, 
discussed how they teach students about the importance of this role and believed students will 
take this with them when they enter industry. Many respondents thought the creative 
approaches to cutting discussed, were as diverse and charismatic as those in design and the 
majority of the sessions were more academic in focus, therefore connections between the 
excitement of pattern cutting and promoting it as a career was not explicitly made. Some 
delegates considered that a session where career opportunities within pattern cutting were 
discussed, would have balanced the proceedings, demonstrating how the platform of 
academia can lead as a path into industry.  
 
In general the questionnaire respondents varied in their replies to question three, which 
measured the ways in which tacit knowledge and the making process could be considered a 
legitimate form of research enquiry. Several thought it could take time to elevate the tacit and 
craft aspects of pattern cutting research in order compare with more scientific and empirical 
inquiries. The conference allowed the speakers to discuss how they could organize and 
present their work in a way that others in the academic world would begin to value as 
scholarship. Although it was noted that this was in the supportive environs of the symposium, 
the real test would be impact in the wider academic arena. One respondent noted that the 
conference was referenced at their institution (Parsons, The New School for Design, New 
York) during an internal development, workshop series about the peer review process. They 
QRWHG³There is an international conversation going on right now about what is research in 
fashion and the creative cutting conference is one of many instigators in that conversation´
(2014, questionnaire respondent). The respondent continued by identifying almost no 
opportunities for practice based doctoral study in the United States, which they felt spoke 
volumes in relation to narrow views about what constitutes practice based research. 
 
Many respondents to question four believed the conference failed to balance debates about 
the knowledge and practical experience of traditional processes in the context of technological 
and digital development. Some however considered it raised extraordinary questions and 
opened up some enjoyable discussion. As one UHVSRQGHQWVDLG³7KHFRQIHUHQFHZDVILOOHG
with so many like minded individuals that it was more about trading great ideas and less about 
GHEDWLQJFRQWURYHUVLDOLGHDV´Others considered that digital developments in cutting needed a 
stronger emphasis. One respondent felt, ³7KHFRQIHUHQFHVDZVRPHLQWHUHVWLQJSUHVHQWDWions 
related to digital pattern cutting however it would have been more interesting to have a 
stronger focus on this topic and to view it from points such as creative improvement of fit, new 
business models etc´Many supported the concept that the creative individual can utilize 
technology in ways that add to knowledge about the discipline yet a balance was also 
important because an understanding of the traditional, manual ways of pattern making can act 
as a foundation for developing relevant and effective uses for new technologies, in the fashion 
industry.  
 
Question five enquired whether themes from the conference introduced and discussed new 
methods and techniques, inspiring technical and design innovation through pattern cutting. The 
majority of respondents considered they had although some felt there was a lack of innovation 
in this area and a future conference should specifically ask for papers on this topic, perhaps 
listing it first in the call for greater emphasis. Several noted how some presentations discussed 
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more traditional methods, which risked being lost in the digital world. It was noted that pattern 
cutting research should not exclude case studies such as these, or exploration of ways in 
which traditional and new methods can be merged. Perhaps the overall significance of the first 
conference could be summed up in the following comment, ³I believe that moving forward we 
will see more debate because the community is forming and there is an environment where it 
is now safe to disagree with colleagues. I look forward to those challenging questions being 
UDLVHG´DQRQ\PRXVUHVSRQGHQW 
 
Final Word 
The conference culminated with a short session, in which delegates agreed that a community 
had been formed. As the fashion academic, Charlotte Goldthorpe, said in her review³The 
symposium came to a close with a positive plenary session, discussing the value of such a 
conference emphasizing the importance of tacit knowledge in the research process´There 
was unanimous support for a succession of further conference events, which would serve as a 
platform to develop ideas as well as continue reinforcing notions of what constitutes practice 
based enquiry and the value of tacit knowledge (in this case creative pattern cutting), within a 
research context. The cut and construction of clothing, which embellishes the human body, 
would remain the overarching discourse. From a creative pattern cutters perspective, such 
interest in figurative formations and human scale would continue to be explored as a default 
position of representing the body three-dimensionally, a representation that takes place in 
social settings as much as in a physical space. It is hoped that new ideas discussed at 
successive conferences and through further pattern cutting initiatives, would continue to direct 
future research within the discipline. This would also expand the literature devoted to practice 
based, scholarly research in pattern cutting and ways in which it can be explored, much further 
through the intellectual relationship between theory and practice. 
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